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ABSTRACT
INVESTIGATING ATTRIBUTIONS OF ACADEMIC
SUCCESS AND FAILURE IN ADOLESCENTS
by
Elizabeth S. Meehan
University of New Hampshire, December 2009

Adolescents attribute their school success to ability and effort to
varying degrees. This study investigated how attributions vary with school,
achievement. Achievement was defined by the proxy of English class
placement: Fundamental, Intermediate, Accelerated, Honors/AP. One
hundred and fourteen 10th grade students from a New England high
school responded to a survey instrument that used 5-point Likert scale
items. Students rated their agreement with statements attributing success
or failure to either the level of their ability or effort. These questions
addressed academic success in English class, reading, and writing as well
as in more general term. There were no significant differences in how the
groups attributed success or failure to level of effort, nor did they differ in
attributing success to ability. Significant differences were observed in
student attributions of failure to insufficient ability. Students in the two
lowest groups attributed failure to insufficient ability more strongly
(Fundamental, M=10.73, Intermediate, M=10.22) than those in the highest
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two groups (Accelerated, M=8.75, Honors/AP, M=8.24). Implications for
practice are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Learning is arguably at the heart of the human experience.
Throughout their lives, individuals are constantly engaged in the process of
learning. This learning is done in the wide vari'ety of environments and
contexts in which each individual interacts, and encompasses a broad
spectrum of skills and knowledge. While the process of learning is often
taken to mean learning that takes place within established education
institutions, learning takes place in all parts of an individual's life. Whether
within family, community, or other contexts, these different kinds of
learning have varying meaning for individuals and their cultures, and are
accordingly weighted and valued differently.
Any examination of the learning experience of an adolescent in a
public school setting in the United States must take into account that this is
only one part of the important learning done by adolescents. At the
same time, the learning and consequently observed achievement set
within a traditional school context play a crucial role in determining future
opportunities available to individuals. While admittedly not consisting of
the whole of the learning done by adolescents, the learning adolescents
engage in within a school setting and the subsequent
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observed a c a d e m i c achievement is of great consequence for their
future.
In addition to the significance of academic achievement for the
individual, Federal testing and achievement requirements (in particular
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) underscore the responsibilities of
public K-12 educational institutions in promoting academic achievement
in all students. Among other areas of focus, this legislation targets those
populations whose test scores and academic achievement have
historically been lower than the average for a student body. These
populations have been labeled "at-risk" because of consistently lower
levels of academic achievement observed on a group level. The United
States Department of Education includes under this heading
economically disadvantaged students, students from major racial and
ethnic groups, students with disabilities, and students with limited English
proficiency. The difference between these populations has often been
described as an "achievement gap." While individual students may
experience great success, these populations on average have lower
levels of achievement than would be statistically expected.
The observation of lower levels of academic achievement
observed between groups as well as within groups is often referred to as
"underachievement," but even framing these observations in this way has
been difficult. As Reis and McCoach (2000) explain, such a descriptor is
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extremely problematic, as there is currently no universally a c c e p t e d
definition of underachievement. Despite disagreements about
nomenclature, it is generally a c c e p t e d that some individuals and
populations experience low levels of academic achievement or exhibit
discrepancies between expected and actual academic achievement.
Research into those factors that are casually related or have
predictive value is of great importance and use to educators. Physical or
emotional factors (such as disease or depression) and the presence of
learning disabilities have been shown to account for some, but not all of
these differences and low levels of experienced academic achievement
(Lewis, 2000; Von Seeker, 2004). An identification of additional causal
factors and factors with descriptive value could assist in the development
of targeted strategies and interventions that aim to mitigate and
counteract those same identified factors which contribute to lower
academic achievement. A discussion of some of the factors that have
been observed to impact academic achievement, areas of current
research, and the focus of this study follows in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER I

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH

This study focuses on the perceptions that individual students have
about learning in high school English class, and investigates how their
perceptions correlate to and describe their level of academic
achievement in English class. In particular, this study was designed to
gather and interpret data about the kinds of ability and effort attributions
that high school students make within the contexts of general
achievement, achievement in English class, and in connection to reading
and writing. It is hypothesized that student attributions may have
predictive value in relation to their academic achievement.
It is important to mention that this study seeks to examine the very
specific kind of learning that occurs in a New Hampshire public school.
While coming from a variety of backgrounds, all students are asked to
engage in the same kind of learning which is set within the context and
value system of the educational institution. Success, also described as
academic achievement, is for the purposes of this study narrowly framed
to mean only the academic placement of students within mainstream
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English classes which are tiered based on student performance,
It is also important to note that this study will focus on the
differences between groups with different achievement levels, and not on
the individual cases of low academic achievement (or "academic
underachievement") that has been widely observed. The focus of the
study encompasses two fundamental questions:

1. What kinds of attributions related to ability and effort do high
school students make within the contexts of general academic
achievement, English class, and reading and writing in particular?

2. What kinds of descriptions of attributions can be made for groups
based on English class level?

Background

Educational research has identified a number of factors that seem
to influence school achievement. Significant research has been devoted
to investigating external factors. Research has shown that teacher
attitudes and instructional practice that motivate students and support
learning have been observed to lead to greater student achievement
(Dolezal et al., 2003; Pressley et al. 1997). Bempechat et al. (1999) also
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found that specific shared cultural factors, in addition to parent attitudes
towards education, correlated strongly with achievement level. Stewart
(2008) found that individual-level influences (such as student effort,
parent-child discussion, and associating with positive peers), as well as a
school climate that fosters a sense of cohesion, positively correlated with
academic achievement. Despite the variety of different external factors,
school-wide and other external factors have been found to have a
smaller effect than individual-level influences.
These individual level internal factors that effect academic
achievement are of particular interest to this study. There is a body of
research that indicates that there is a correlation between student
attitudes (here, as defined by attribution theory) and academic
performance. Jonson-Reid et al. (2005) found that a student's sense of
resiliency and academic self-efficacy were strong predictors of school
success. Students' sense of self-efficacy and attributional styles have also
been linked to academic achievement and attribution. Particular
attributional styles and a low sense of self-efficacy linked to lower .
achievement, while certain other attributional styles accompanied with a
sense of high self-efficacy linked to higher achievement (Borman &
Overman, 2004; Kwok et al. 2007; Martin & Marsh 2008). A more thorough
examination of attribution and self-efficacy and its effect on academic
achievement will follow in the next chapter.
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Summary

In summary, this study aims to examine the relationship between
student attitudes and perceptions (as described by student attributions),
and academic achievement. For the purposes of this study, student
achievement is described by student placement in tiered English classes
(with students assigned to classes based on achievement in previous
grades). The focus of this study is also limited to student perceptions of the
causes of success and failure (as defined by the framework of attribution
theory and limited to ability and effort) within the contexts of school and
literacy, and whether these have descriptive value for the groups
surveyed.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

As previously asserted in Chapter 1, studies of individual student
performance have shown that there exist differences between expected
and actual a c a d e m i c achievement that cannot be explained by either
emotional or physical causes, or learning disabilities. In addition, research
shows that there is a prevalence of low academic achievement, both
within groups as well as across groups that would not be expected
statistically. While external factors seem to account for some of the
variance in a c a d e m i c achievement, there is evidence/that internal
factors have a significant influence on academic achievement.
Research has posited a link between the nature of individuals'
cognition (beliefs and thoughts of the individual) and their academic
success. For the purpose of this study, an individual's pognition denotes
the thoughts and beliefs of individuals related to the academic task athand and references the theoretical framework used by Weiner's
Attribution Theory and Bandura's concept of self-efficacy. These cognitive
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processes play a crucial role in academic achievement through their
influence on the motivation and self-efficacy of individuals.
Before further exploring the role of these cognitive processes and
the theoretical framework in which they are situated, a short review
reinforces the strong link between motivation and academic
achievement in the context of literacy (reading and writing) and English
class. To briefly elucidate, in general the level of motivation strongly
correlates with the level of academic achievement. Research has linked
motivation to behaviors and attitudes that both promote and detract
from academic achievement.
Pintrich & DeGroot (1990) found that motivation is a strong predictor
of how much time and energy an individual will expend in pursuit of a
goal, which itself correlates with achievement. Students with high
motivation are also more likely to pay attention during class, to persevere
until they have understood (Pintrich & Schunk 2002) and to be high
achievers (Gottfried 1990, Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried 2001). In
contrast, students with less motivation to achieve academically are at-risk
for lower achievement and have a higher probability of dropping out in
high school, both before and after it is legally allowed (Vallerand, Fortier,
& G u a y , 1997).
Of particular interest in the field of literacy, a lack of motivation and
low sense of self-efficacy has been associated with learning difficulties. It
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has been suggested that low motivation in students with reading
difficulties exacerbates the effect of the reading difficulty on student
learning ( Presley, 2000; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006; Morgan et al., 2008).
Self-efficacy has also been linked to high levels of achievement in
Language Arts/English classes (Bandura, 1997; Multon et al., 1991; Stipek,
1993).
Students with higher motivation in reading tend to have greater
success in reading, while those with lower motivation in reading tend to
have less success in reading. As previously mentioned, students with high
motivation and high self-efficacy tend to have greater perseverance and
have a greater willingness to learn new skills and strategies related to
reading. In contrast, readers with low motivation and who have
experienced less success in reading typically have less knowledge about
reading strategies, apply these strategies less often, and do not selfmonitor their reading well (Paris & Myers, 1981). Motivational and
attitudinal characteristics have also observed to correlate with reading
ability in later grades (Paris & Oka, 1989) and there has been preliminary
research with elementary school students that indicates a bidirectional
relationship between reading skills and the motivation to read (Morgan &
Fuchs, 2007).
Before considering further research relating attributions and selfefficacy to literacy and academic achievement, it is important to
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establish the theoretical framework in use and to establish the limits of this
study. It is crucial to establish that this study does not seek to measure
directly or describe the effect that individuals' cognition has upon their
motivation. Instead, this study draws upon the premise that through its
influence upon motivation, individuals' cognitive processes act to
influence motivation and academic achievement in English class.
It is posited that attribution styles could have descriptive value on a
group level. As mentioned previously, this study seeks to see if there are
between-groups differences based on the kinds of attributions individuals
make. In addition, this study seeks to see if there are between-group
similarities in how American public high school students attribute success
and failure in reading, writing, English class, and the general school
context.
As previously mentioned, this study employs Weiner's and Bandura's
work on attribution theory and self-efficacy as a theoretical lens. The
model survey for this study was the Self-Confidence Attitude" Attribute
Scale (SaaS) questionnaire from Campbell (1996), which itself is grounded
within this framework. In order to understand the utility of this instrument
and the basis of this study, it is important to understand its theoretical
foundation. A short review of this follows in the next section.
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Theoretical Context

Attribution Theory and the concept of self-efficacy operate within
the framework of social cognitive theory. This theory describes the process
by which individuals both learn and act. An individual's behavior can be
understood as a continual process of goal setting in the pursuit of desired
outcomes, and of subsequent actions done in pursuit of these goals.
Within this theory, individuals are described as being engaged in a
continuous evaluative process in which they monitor their progress and
assess the effectiveness of their actions (also called behaviors) in
achieving the desired outcomes. Individuals assess the situation and
adjust either actions or goals as the individuals deem necessary.
A crucial element in the process of goal setting and evaluation is
the content of what individuals have learned (or believe they have
learned) about the causes of their current and future successes and
failures. Individuals learn not only through their own experiences but also
through their observations. The observation of actions and outcomes of
others are "models" which are also taken into consideration when the
individual sets goals and plans action.
While it is important to note that these models are not causal
explanations, the conclusions that individuals draw from them can
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influence their actions (through the influence of cognition on motivation).
The observation of a model can influence an individual's beliefs and
expectations about the effectiveness or utility of a particular course of
action, and these beliefs in turn either increase or decrease individuals'
motivation to act in certain ways as they seek to either to achieve or to
avoid similar outcomes (Bandura, 1986).
Within social cognitive theory, individuals are viewed much like
scientists who seek to understand'which factors influence outcomes.
When observing models and evaluating their own situations, individuals
must make multiple judgments, The observer must decide whether actions
were deliberate on the part of the actor (as opposed to the result of
external factors) a n d whether (and to what extent) these actions
contributed to the observed outcome.

Within the context of observed

actions and observed outcomes, the observer attempts to identify those
factors that seem to have truly affected the observed outcome, as
opposed to factors beyond the control of the individual or which merely
coincidentally occur. This process is often compared to the process by
which a scientist filters out confounding variables when looking for causal
factors (Bandura, 1986).
Attribution Theory (in the form associated with Bernard Weiner)
creates a system that seeks to describe how individuals ascribe and also
classify the factors (or reasons) associated with an outcome. Within this
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framework, attributions refer to what is "given credit" (or seen as a causal
factor) for a specific observed outcome. Weiner postulates that
attributions can be generalized in terms of the kinds of information the
individual seeks out and determines. Within this theory, factors are
evaluated in three different "dimensions," each of which has two possible
states. These dimensions r@gard (a) where control is located (locus of
control), (b) its permanence [stability], and (c) whether it can be
controlled

[controllability).

The locus of control is defined as the who or what that caused an
action, and is located either internally or externally (in relation to the
individual). Internal attribution places the locus of control within the
individual, while external attribution gives credit to either another
individual, or to a force outside of the individual. The stability (the
imperviousness of the causal factor or other acting individual to change)
is described either as stable or unstable. Stable factors cannot or will not.
change, while unstable factors have the potential to be changed. The
controllability

(the potential of the who or what to be changed by the

individual) is described either as controllable

or uncontrollable.

individual can effect change on controllable

factors, while

The
uncontrollable

factors (even if the factor itself is unstable) cannot be changed by the
individual (Weiner, 1994).
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Dai et al. (1998) assert that attributions can classified as belong to
one of three kinds: (a) attributional

appraisals (about the success or failure

of a specific task), (bj atiributional

beliefs (context specific belief about

the general causes for success or failure) and (c) attributional styles
(generalized and stereotypical patterns of attribution). Within this
framework, this study examines attributions as defined as attributional
styles using attributions, as defined by Weiner.
Within attribution theory, there are various ways to attribute success
and failure, depending on how the three dimensions [controllability,

locus

of control, and stability) of a factor are described. Certain factors are
described consistently and so can be generalized. For example, luck is a
commonly cited causal factor that is consistently described as an
externally located, uncontrollable, and unstable factor. In contrast, the
attribution of task difficulty is described differently depending upon
context.
Within an a c a d e m i c context, a student usually describes task
difficulty as externally located (a teacher gives the assignment), stable
(the assignment usually does not change after it is given) and
uncontrollable (the student does not have the authority to alter the
assignment). Task difficulty can be described differently within the context
of a self-chosen task. If the student chooses to train for a marathon, task
difficulty is now internally located (as it was chosen by the individual),
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potentially either stable or unstable (depending on whether the individual
sees the goal as negotiable) and controllable (the individual can later
decide.to only run a 1 OK race or not to run at all).

Role of Self-Efficacy in Affecting Action

Before continuing to describe attributions and the connection to
motivation and academic achievement, it is important to keep in mind
how attribution figures in social cognitive theory and how it connects to
self-efficacy and motivation. Within the process of planning and
evaluation in social cognitive theory mentioned earlier, attributions form a
critical part of the reflective process. Zimmerman (1998) describes this
process as a continuous three-phase process, as illustrated in Figure 1.
This model illustrates the dynamic process through which individuals
are continuously integrating and employing new information gathered
from personal, behavioral, and environmental factors. Attributions can be
seen in the Self-Reflection phase. During the process of self-judgment,
those attributions interpreted as causal are evaluated as to how they
appear to have contributed to either positive or negative outcomes (both
expected and otherwise).
In turn, these attributions can influence the individual's selfevaluation and affect. For example, if the primary causal factor is judged
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to be lack of effort, typically an individual increases the amount of effort
expended, rather than suffering from negative affect. In contrast, if the
outcome is seen as the result of lack of ability, the individual tends to
experience greater negative affect, and so also often has weaker selfmotivational beliefs.

Figure 1
Zimmerman's Three Phases of Self-Regulation

f7>

Performance of Volitional
Control
Self-Control
-Self-instruction
-Imagery
-Attention Focusing
-Task Strategies
Self-Observation
-Self-recording
-Self-experimentation

Forethought
Task Analysis
-Goal Setting
-Strategic Planning
Self-motivation beliefs
-Self-efficacy
-Outcome expectations
-Intrinsic interest/value

Self-reflection
Self-judgment
-Self-evaluation
-Causal attribution
Self-reaction
-Self-satisfaction/affect
-Adaptive-defensive

Source: Adapted from Zimmerman, 2000

As described by Zimmerman (1998), the kinds of attributions made
by individuals are a crucial part of their self-judgment, which in turn
influences their motivation and self-efficacy

(as shown in Figure 1). Albert
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Bandura (1986) conceived the concept ot self-efficacy as a way of
bridging attribution and action. It is a measure that describes an
individual's perceptions of the probability of success, as calculated by
considering the whole task and the perceived competence to complete
it. Bandura viewed self-efficacy (often used interchangeably with
"perceived self-efficacy") as being a key aspect of social cognitive
theory. Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as "people's beliefs about
their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that
exercise influence over events that affect lives" and asserts that these
beliefs "determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves, behave"
(p. 71).
It is important to note that self-efficacy is not a measure of
psychological

or physical capabilities, and is distinct from self-concept.

Self-concept is individuals' judgments of their worth, independent of any
goal. While self-efficacy can be linked to confidence and self-concept, it
is a context-specific description of individuals' perceptions of the difficulty
of a task and their ability to successfully complete it, as it directly relates to
a particular context or a specific goal (Bandura, 1986). While it includes
individuals' assessments of their relative competence, it also includes their
cognitive appraisals of the situation.
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Formation of Self-Efficacy.

How an individual perceives experiences is important in the
formation of self-efficacy. Generally speaking, individuals can be said to
form perceptions of self-efficacy based on their interpretations of
situations. Graham & Weiner (1996) define four sources of information
which individuals use when making their interpretations. These are mastery
experience, observation, feedback,

and physiological

state.

The most influential source is mastery experience. This is the
interpreted result of an individual's performance. The experience of
success typically raises individuals' self-efficacy, while the experience of
failure tends to lowers it. The second source of information is from the
observation of other individuals, including social comparisons between
themselves and those seen as models. The third source is verbal and
social feedback.

Positive feedback serves to strengthen the self-efficacy

beliefs of an individual, while negative feedback can weaken them. The
fourth source of information is the physiological state of the individual.
Individuals often employ information about their emotional state (such as
levels of anxiety, stress, or arousal) when judging their confidence.
Individuals in a depressed or stressed mood often have lower self-efficacy,
regardless of actual competence or perceived performance.
Of particular interest to this study is the dynamic relationship
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between individuals' cognitive processes (in the form of attributions) with
self-efficacy (and the four sources of information used in forming
judgments.) The kinds of attributions individuals make can both influence
self-efficacy as well as how gathered information is interpreted. Further,
the kinds of attributions individuals make can be reinforced either
positively or negatively. For example, feedback emphasizing the
importance of 'hard work' may influence individuals to attribute success
or failure to effort more often. In addition, and as mentioned earlier,
attributions of success or failure to the amount of effort expended tend
not to have a negative effect on individuals' affect, in contrast to other
attributions, such as ability.
Of particular interest to the field of educational research, selfefficacy has been postulated not only to influence an individual's
perception his or her competence, but also the kinds of tasks that were
undertaken and the amount of effort that was expended, as explained
by Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons (1992).

Perceived self-efficacy influences the level of goal challenge people
set for themselves, the amount of effort they mobilize, and their
persistence in the face of difficulties. Perceived self-efficacy is theorized
to influence performance accomplishments by both directly and
indirectly through its influences on self-set goals, (p. 667)

Siegel & Reis (1998) alternatively describe self-efficacy as affecting
"what activities individuals select, how much effort they put forth, how
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persistent they were in the face of difficulties, and the difficulty of the
goals they set." (p. 45)

Self-Efficacy and Motivation.

According to Bandura, the measure of self-efficacy is derived from
three key assessments individuals make about a potential goal. The
concept of self-efficacy describes not only individuals' belief in their own
competence but also incorporates the perception of the goal and the
situation (Bandura 1997). These are described as the length,

generality,

and strength. Consider a hypothetical case of a writing project that has
been assigned to a class of students and the judgments that students
make.
In evaluating this assignment, the students are making a number of
discrete assessments. They make judgments about the length (or task
difficulty) of the writing project. In addition, they will make judgments
about their relative competence in this context and whether they believe
they can successfully complete the project. While students may have
confidence in their abilities to write well and to established standards in
some circumstances, this confidence does not necessarily extend to all
contexts in which they write. The generality of their beliefs (whether they
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perceive themselves to have competence in only one, or many, contexts)
will influence whether a belief in competence extends to this particular
writing project (as opposed to only emails or lab reports).
The final aspect of self-efficacy is the strength of their belief (how
impervious their belief in their own competence is to change). Their
strength of belief plays an interesting mediating role. As mentioned, the
length and generality describe how students view the writing project as
well as how they perceive their competence in this particular context. The
strength of their belief essentially describes how open the students are to
changing their opinion about their abilities.
A strong belief will withstand evidence to the contrary, sometimes
even if it is unreasonable to sustain belief. In contrast, a weak belief can
be changed or influenced quite easily. Students with sufficient ability to
successfully complete this writing assignment may erroneously change
their opinion about their competence and believe the opposite, even if it
based on weak or minimal evidence. This weak belief in competence
may lead to students giving up quickly, even when they possess the
competence to complete a task.
Self-efficacy links attributions to actions through motivation.
Bandura (1986) describes self-efficacy as having a mediating effect on
both attributions as well as actions and between them.

Depending on

individuals' confidence that factors are within their control and that they

22

can influence an outcome, they will have either greater or lesser
motivation to attempt to do.
When examined in the context of an educational setting,
attributions refer to an individual's beliefs about the causes of success or
failure at an a c a d e m i c task (Weiner, 1979, 1994; Schunk & Ertmer, 2000).
As briefly mentioned earlier, attributions can produce widely different
effects in an individual's motivations and probability for persistence and
success. To better illuminate this, consider again the case of students who
have been assigned a writing project.
The students' previous experiences with writing (as well as their
observations of others and feedback) lead them to make certain
attributions about success or failure, which can in return also influence
affect. These cognitive processes feed into the Forethought phase of
Zimmerman'sjnodel (1998) in which it can be seen how the interaction
between task analysis and self-motivational

beliefs (including self-efficacy)

describes how beliefs can influence whether individuals believe they
influence outcome (see Figure 1).
In the case of students who have been assigned a writing project,
consider a simplified case in which students make certain attributions of
success or failure based solely on effort or teacher influence. Students
who see the outcome (grade) as the result of effort (or earned) see
themselves as at least partially responsible for the final grade and so in the
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position to potentially influence the attainment whatever goal (of a
grade) they wish as effort is seen internally located, unstable, and
controllable. The students control how much effort they exert in pursuit of
an outcome which they believe they can influence through the amount
and nature of effort exerted.
If students, however, sees grades as a result of teacher preference
(or assigned based on the teacher's feelings about the students or their
ability in writing) the students sees themselves as powerless to effect the
outcome (grade). In this case, the causal factor is externally located, and
while potentially unstable, is often described by the students as
uncontrollable by them. That is to say, the teacher has an opinion about
the students that they feels powerless to change, even if it can potentially
be changed. In this case, barring another goal (such as the intrinsic goal
to learn), the students would have little motivation to expend effort on the
project, as the result was a foregone conclusion.
Both the simplified attributions of only either effort or teacher
influence, as described above, strongly influence an individual's goals.
The process is as described earlier: after determining the factors that
caused (or will cause) a^butco'me, individuals classify the factors in terms
of the three dimensions mentioned above. By doing so, individuals clarify
what they believe to be possible and/or under their control. As individuals
are goal-oriented, this assessment will effect the individuals' motivation to
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set or pursue a particular goal within a particular context, and their selfefficacy beliefs.
In the context of this writing project, students could also be
described as having low, moderate, or high self-efficacy (based on their
judgments of length and generality, and the strength of their beliefs.) As
with attribution, individuals can have varying levels of self-efficacy belief,
and these beliefs can effect their actions in different ways. Consider the
case of a project involving writing a thank-you letter with students of
different ages and backgrounds.
A younger student might consider the project to be more difficult,
but with g o o d confidence in his writing in all situations he would have
moderate self-efficacy. An older student might consider the project to be
very simple, and even with low confidence in his academic writing, he
could have confidence in this situation and so have high self-efficacy. An
older student who was not yet proficient in English might find this project
to be simple in his native language, but very difficult in English. As a result,
he could have high self-efficacy in his native language, but lower selfefficacy in English.
As asserted earlier, an individual's attributions can be influenced by
the strength component of an individual's self-efficacy. An individual with
strong beliefs (whether of high or low competence) is often resistant to
change. If a belief in competence becomes "entrenched" as solid and
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unchanging, individual can also see their competence as static. For
students with a perception of high competence, this means that poor
grades or academic achievement does not change their assessment of
their competence. Instead, they are likely to attribute the low
performance to other factors, such as insufficient effort. This is also true of
students who have a perception of low competence. In the face of
evidence of academic achievement such as good grades, the students
will tend to attribute their success to luck or other factors such as luck or
teacher preference, and tend to view poor grades as a result of low
ability. This in turn effects the amount of effort exerted and persistence of
individuals, as well as the kinds of tasks they choose.

Attribution, Self-efficacy, and Academic Achievement

Research has shown the measure of self-efficacy has proved to be
a g o o d predictor of academic achievement. A high sense of academic
self-efficacy correlates to higher levels of academic achievement, in
addition to also correlating behaviors which contribute to academic
success, such as increased effort and persistence (e.g.:, Calsyn & Kenny,
1977; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990; Schunk, 1989, Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998).
Self-efficacy has also been positively related to additional behaviors that
support a c a d e m i c achievement, such as cognitive engagement, and a
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willingness to learn new learning strategies (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003;
Wolters & Pintrich, 1998). There are also indications that students who
have positive self-efficacy beliefs will choose more difficult courses during
their school career (Eccles, et al 1998; Meese, et al., 1990) and have
better a d a p t e d self-regulatory behaviors (Wolters & Pintrich, 1998).
Students with low self-efficacy in contrast have a greater probability
of poor performance (e.g.: Bandura, 1997; Shell et al., 1995; Weiner, 1994).
Unlike students with high self-efficacy, students with low self-efficacy in a
specific area were found to be more likely to avoid tasks within those
areas, put forth minimal effort, and tended to give us quickly when they
encountered any difficulty (Schunk, 1991).
As was noted earlier, learning in school is of such importance
because the nature and variety of future education and economic
opportunities are tied in part to academic achievement level. General
academic achievement and success is in turn influenced by students'
literacy skills and self-efficacy. As students progress through school, they
no longer just learn to read, but are expected to learn through the act of
reading. These demands include working through expository texts, as well
as learning how to derive key information independently from more
difficult texts (Allington & Johnson, 2002). In particular, a d v a n c e d courses
and others such as science rely more and more heavily on textbooks and
other expository material in later grades. As a result, students may also
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avoid courses of studies or careers which require a high level of literacy
(Ecclesetal.,1998).
Research has found evidence to support the theoretical link posited
between self-efficacy and attribution (e.g.: Bandura & Wood, 1989;
Graham, 1984; Lynden et al., 2002), As mentioned earlier, the link
between attributions and self-efficacy has been observed to be a
bidirectional relationship in which attributions can affect individuals'
affect and self-concept and also be influenced by them (Weiner, 1994;
Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994). It has been described in areas as varied as
academic (e.g.: Armbrister et al., 2002; Graham, et al.,1993; Licht &
Dweck, 1984; Schunk, 1981), sports (Bond & Biddle, 2001; Coffee & Rees,
2009), and mental health (Anderson & Riger 1991, Ingledew et al., 1996).
The effect of attribution on self-efficacy has also been observed
within a c a d e m i c areas (among others: Chapman, 1988; Bempechat,
1998; Bempechat et al., 1999; Lepola et al., 2005; Lynden et al., 2002). This
link has been reported in varied areas, from mathematics (e.g.: Pajares &
Miller, 1994) to reading (e.g.: Wilson & Trainin, 2007) to the sciences (e.g.:
Wu & Chen, 2001). Interestingly, these effects of self-efficacy have been
found to be stable across age groups, gender, and ethnic groups.
(Bandura 1997, Pintrich & Schunk 2002).
It has proved difficult to predict how this bidirectional relationship
between attribution and self-efficacy will effect individuals or manifest
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itself. As mentioned earlier, when students attribute failure to low ability,
there is a greater probability of decreased self-efficacy and academic
performance while an attribution to low effort has a greater probability of
sustained high self-efficacy and greater academic achievement later
(Weiner, 1994). Interestingly, however, attributions of both high ability and
high effort have been found in students with high levels of academic
achievement (Campbell, 1996; Heller & Langfelder, 2000; Wu & Chen,
2001).
The complexity of any assessment is complicated by the influence
of multiple factors. For example, Schunk & Zimmerman (2007) found that
self-efficacy was increased when certain causes (such as low task
difficulty or high ability) were judged to be stable. Despite the complexity
of isolating significant factors and the existence of confounding factors,
there is evidence that certain attribution styles correlate strongly with
achievement level. Some styles, such as task mastery orientation, are
strongly predictive of high academic achievement, while others, such as
learned helplessness, correlate with poor academic performance
(Ryckman & Peckham, 1987).
For the purposes of this study, the focus is upon how individuals
tend, in certain contexts, to make attributions in a consistent way and
have an "attributional style." Research has shown that such styles have
been commonly observed. In general, on an individual level and also
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within groups and cultures, certain causes are more commonly attributed
as causal. The more common include attributions to ability, effort, luck,
and task difficulty. Within educational contexts specifically, attributions
based on the influence of the instructor (or teacher preference)

and

subject interest also prevail (Weiner, 1985; Graham, 1991). For the purpose
of this study, the examination of attributions will be limited to two of the
most commonly observed, ability and effort.

Attributionai Styles and Groups

Within the United States, Bempechat et al (1999) reported data that
supports associating certain attribution styles with ethnic groups as a
whole. Other researchers have also found that.certain styles have a
relatively high prevalence in certain cultures and some predictive value
(Holloway et al., 1986; Armbrister et al., 2000; Randel et al., 2000). While
certain attributionai styles have a higher incidence within certain groups
(cultures or ethnicities), the goal of predicting within-group or withincountry differences in academic achievement based on ethnic or
cultural group membership has proved elusive (for a full review, see Elliot
& Bempechat, 2002).
As a result, research has examined other individual factors with
mixed success. While neither gender nor gender beliefs were seen as
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motivating factors in social cognitive theory (Bussey & Bandura, 1999)
there has been some research in this area. This work has indicated that it
is not individuals' gender, but beliefs about gender, which can influence
attribution. Gender Stereotypical beliefs about abilities as well as beliefs
about a content area (as being a "male" or "female" domain) contribute
to an individual's self-efficacy, attributions, and academic success in that
area (for a full review of research see: Pajares, 2003). Simple membership
or affiliation in a group based on gender does not, however, have
predictive value in connection with attributional style.
As a result, it has been postulated that differences in attribution and
self-efficacy might, through influence on motivation, account for the
gender differences in achievement in certain content areas (such as the
math and sciences, and language arts). Research has, however, been
inconclusive. For example, Eccles et al. (1998b) postulate that is close to
impossible to summarize the body of research for a number of reasons,
including differences in methodology and the different achievement level
of participants. For example, while Eccles et al. (1998b) point out that
while women often have inaccurate perceptions of their own
competence, it is unclear whether attribution contributes to this.
The most promising research has investigated the utility of using
socioeconomic status (SES) and actual achievement level as a way of
predicting attributional styles. While initial research between White and
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African-American students showed differences in attributional styles
(Graham, 1984), these results have not been replicated by other studies.
In fact, there is some indication that middle class African-American
students make attributions similar to white students, and that there are in
fact more similarities between the two groups as differences (Graham &
Long, 1986; Hall etal., 1986).
Some lines of research, predominantly in mathematics, have
indicated that individuals' attribution styles are better predicted by
socioeconomic status and actual academic achievement. Students of a
higher SES attribute success and failure more to effort, while lower SES
students attributing their success and failures to ability (Mooney &
Thornton, 1999). Mathematics students with very high and lower
academic achievement also tended to attribute their success an failures
to either sufficient or insufficient ability, while students with average
achievement tended to attribute their success and failures to sufficient or
insufficient effort (Vlahovic-Stetic et al.,1999, Nokelainen et al., 2007).
In summary, there are populations of student who are at greater risk
of experiencing low levels of academic achievement, with often
deleterious effects on those opportunities available to them in the future.
There is significant research to indicate that the kinds of attributions that
individuals make can influence their actual academic achievement.
While the nature of the dynamic relationships between attributions, self-
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efficacy, motivation, and actions is complex and stiil requires clarification,
the interactions of these factors have been observed to influence student
learning and academic achievement. This study aims to investigate
whether a relationship exists between actual academic achievement
and attributional styles. Description of methodology follows in the next
chapter.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between
observed academic achievement in English class and student attributions
for success and failure. The analyses conducted tested the relationships
between placement in mainstream English class (in one of four classes
ranging from Fundamental to Honors/Advanced Placement) and beliefs
about the causes of success and failure. This study focused on the
following questions:

1. What kinds of attributions related to ability and effort do high
school students make in the context of school, English class, and
reading and writing in particular?

2. What kinds of descriptions of attributions can be made for groups
based on English class level?
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Instrumentation

In order to address the objectives of this study, a survey instrument
about student attitudes and attributions was developed (Appendix A).
Many of the survey items were a d a p t e d from the Self-Confidence
Attitude Attribution Scale (SaaS) developed by Campbell (1996) and .
adapted by Nokelainen et al (2007). Additional items that focused on
attributions about reading and writing were developed with the original
items used as a model.
The original SaaS was designed to use Weiner's attribution theory to
investigate the attitudes and also the attributions of ability and effort
made by Math Olympians from cross-national populations. The survey
limited itself to the internal factors of ability and effort, historically two of
the most commonly reported attributions. From a conceptual standpoint,
the survey assumes that ability is considered stable and uncontrollable,
and that effort is considered unstable and controllable.
The survey sought to describe differences in attributions between
the Math Olympians as related to differences in nationality, gender, and
socioeconomic background. The survey was composed of statements
that framed success as being attributable to either the factor of ability or
that of effort. As mentioned, these factors were both located internally,
but differed in terms of their controllability (controllable or uncontrollable)
and their permanence (stable or unstable). Respondents were asked to
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indicate how much they agreed with the statements using a 5-point Likert
scale (strongly disagree, 'disagree, don't agree or disagree, agree,
strongly agree).
The SaaS survey was the model for that used by Nokelainen et al
(2007). The Nokelainen et al. survey consisted of 18 items and was
administered to Finnish math students of both genders and varying
achievement level (from average to gifted to the level of a Math
Olympian) and varying socioeconomic background. The survey
preserved Campbell's concentration on only two kinds of attributions,
effort and ability.
Most of the items in the survey employed in this study were a d a p t e d
from this instrument as used by Nokelainen et al (2007). As mentioned
earlier, additional items related to literacy were developed in order to
address this study's focus on literacy. For this survey, 7 additional items
related to attributions about literacy (represented in. this context by
reading, writing, and English class) were a d a p t e d from items present
within the SaaS used by Nokelainen et al. (2007). In addition, 2 items
about student perceptions of success (in English class and as an English
speaker) and 1 item about student enjoyment of English class were
included in an "Additional Biographical Information" section. This section
also included 7 additional biographical questions, in which students were
asked to report the known educational achievement level of each of
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their parents (as a proxy for socioeconomic status), as well as their ethnic
background, total number of years living in the US and to list those
languages spoken at home.
In summary, the resulting survey contained 26 items related to
attribution (17 about school success in general, 7 about literacy in
particular, and 1 each about success in PE and mathematics), 2 items
about student perceptions of success, 1 item about enjoyment of English
class, and 7 self-reporting biographical background questions. It also
employed the same 5-point Likert scale as Campbell (1996) and
Nokelainen et al. (2007). The wording and language of several questions
from the SaaS were changed in the interest of clarity of meaning;
otherwise there were no significant changes made.

Population and Sample

The focus of this study is to investigate the attributions of ability and
effort made by high school students in the contexts of general
achievement, English class, and in connections with reading and writing.
This study also seeks to investigate the relationship between these
attributions and a c a d e m i c achievement (as defined by high school
English class placement) in a wide range of populations, including those
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found to have a higher incidence of low academic achievement.
Research shows that lower levels of academic achievement have been
well documented among groups with particular ethnic and/or
socioeconomic status.

Among individuals born in the United States,

research has consistently shown achievement gaps to be prevalent in
minority populations (African-American, Latino, and Native American)
and in students of a lower socio-economic status, and in those living in
poverty. (Lewis, 2000; Von Seeker, 2004). There is also some evidence to
show that students that immigrated to the United States do not all share
the same level of academic achievement (Fulgini, 1997).
As a result, it was crucial to find a population that included
students with a variety of different backgrounds, including socioeconomic
status, English language proficiency, and ethnicity. The city of
Manchester, New Hampshire presented itself as a g o o d environment in
which to encounter individuals from many varied backgrounds.
Manchester is a city of approximately 109,000 people. In addition to being
home to individuals with a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds,
Manchester is one of the most ethnically diverse areas in the state of New
Hampshire.
Since the early 1980's Manchester has been a designated site for
refugee resettlement. Of the 2,403 refugees resettled in New Hampshire
between 2002-2008, 1,504 came to Manchester. During that period, the
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greatest numbers of refugees came from Bosnia, Burundi/Sudan, Somalia,
and Liberia. In addition to the refugees settled in the city, Manchester
reflects overall a greater diversity than the state average. As can be seen
in the following data excerpted from the 2000 US Census, there is greater
ethnic and socioeconomic diversity in the city than in the state as a
whole.

Table 1
Population Characteristics for the Manchester, NH and the State of New Hampshire, 2000
Census
Manchester

New Hampshire

White persons, percent

91.7%

96%

Black Persons, percent

2.1%

0.7%

American Indian/ Alaskan
Natives persons, percent
Asian persons, percent

0.3%

0.2%

2.3%

1.3%

1.7%

1.1%

4.6%

1.7%

9.4%

4.4%

19.6%

8.3%

10.6%

6.5%

Persons reporting 2 or
more races, percent
Persons of Hispanic or
Latino origin, percent
Foreign born persons,
percent
Language other than
English spoken at home,
pet, age 5+
Persons below poverty

Source: http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/33/3345140.html
Note: There were no reported statistics for Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander persons

Manchester Central High School is a public high school (grades 912) with accreditation from the New England Association of Schools and
Colleges. Located in the center of the city's downtown, its diversity
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mirrors that of the city. During the 2007-2008 school year, there were 2,145
students enrolled at Manchester Central in grades 9-12. Of these students,
29.00% were eligible for free or reduced lunches, in contrast to the state
average for grades 9-12 of 15.22%.

Data from the New Hampshire

Department of Education on school districts also shows that Manchester
has some of the most ethnically diverse schools in New Hampshire.
While the state total for White non-Hispanic students is 92.3% of the
total population, in Manchester these students account for only 76.5% of
the population. The greatest minority populations were Hispanic/Latino
with 12% of the total population (3% of state total), Black with 7.8% (1.9%
of state total), and Asian/Pacific Islander with 3.0% (2.2% of state
population). In addition, while Students with Limited English Proficiency
account for only 0.97% of the state total, these students represented 5.78%
of all students in the Manchester school district. Within the state, only a
small number of other school districts, such as Nashua, match
Manchester's diversity.

Descriptive Characteristics of Sample of Survey Respondents

The initial intent of this survey was to examine the beliefs of 10th and
11 th grade students in all levels of English classes, including classes for
students learning English as a foreign language. In actuality, the survey
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was completed by students in mainstream English classes in grades 9-12.
These students represented all four levels of mainstream classes (Level
l=Fundamental, Level 2=lntermediate, Level 3=Accelerated (College
Preparatory), and Level 4=Honors/Advanced Placement). These students
were in required as well as elective English classes.
Placement into leveled courses is done using historical data, with
some adjustments made by taking subsequent performance into
account. In 9th grade, entrance to English I Fundamental, Intermediate,
and Accelerated classes is open. Admission into Honors/AP English I
requires students to have achieved an "A" grade in 8 th grade English and
have a positive teacher recommendation. The following year, placement
is made largely based on student performance the previous year (See
Table 2).

Table 2
Placement Requirements for English II Classes
English II Class

Prerequisite

Honors/AP
Accelerated

"B+" in English I Honors/AP English
"A" in English I Accelerated English.
Accelerated English I

Intermediate

Intermediate English I

Fundamental

Fundamental English I or teacher
recommendation

The surveys were distributed by four of 20 English faculty members
who participated in the administration of the surveys. In total, the
returned materials produced 313 completed surveys, as shown in Table 3.
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Table 3
Number of Students Invited to Complete Survey by Grade

Number of Students Invited
Grade 9

10

Grade 10
Mixed Grade 11 & 12

289

TOTAL

313

Of the returned surveys, there were 309 students who assented to
complete the survey and permitted their data provided in the survey to
be used. An examination of the data showed that due to the distribution
of courses taught by the participating teachers, the group of I01h grade
respondents yielded the best sample. This group represented participation
in all four levels of mainstream English classes sampled (as seen in Table 3)
and so best fit the requirements of this study.

Table 4
English Class Placement of Respondents
English Level

Description

Total Number of Subjects

1
2

Fundamental
Intermediate

23

3

Accelerated

32

4
Placeme •nt

41

Honors/Advanced

TOTAL

114
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In total, a group of 117 students in the 10th grade were invited to
participate in this survey. Of these students, 113 assented to have their
data included, representing a response rate of 97.4%. This group of 113
students also represents 22.9% of all students enrolled in 10th grade at
Manchester Central High School during the 2007-2008 school year. A
further discussion of the sample population characteristics follows in
Chapter Four.

Data Collection Procedures

Coordination of administration of the survey was made through
contact with the English Coordinator at Manchester Central High School.
The English Coordinator met with the members of the English department
faculty and solicited teachers who wanted to assist with the survey. In
addition to herself, three other teachers agreed to participate and
administer the survey in paper format.
A box of materials was prepared for the English Coordinator, who
distributed them to participating teachers. This box contained: an
introductory letter from myself to teachers (Appendix C), an introductory
letter from myself to be read to students (Appendix D), 20 bundles with 30
blank sealable envelopes each, 30 labeled manila envelopes (with
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spaces for teacher name, class level, grade level, and class period) and
20 bundles with 30 surveys each. Each seven-page survey consisted of a
cover letter with a short description of the study (Appendix D), the survey
itself (Appendix A) and an end page with a short explanation of the
survey (Appendix E).
In addition, I provided guidelines as to the administration of the
survey. It was requested that seating be similar to that used during exams
be employed. While this was left to the professional discretion of the
teachers, I asked them to pay particular attention that students had
adequate privacy while completing the survey. It was also recommended
to the teachers to that students should bring independent reading
material. Those students who declined to participate in the survey or
finished early would be asked to read so as not to disturb students still
completing the survey.
Teachers were asked to read the introductory letter to the students
(Appendix D). The students were then provided with sufficient time to
complete the surveys. After all students were finished, they were asked to
seal their surveys in the provided blank white envelopes. These envelopes
in turn were collected by the teacher, and sealed in a manila envelope.
The teachers were asked to label the manila envelopes with their
name, the period the class was taught, the level of the class, and the
grade level of the participating students. These envelopes were returned
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to the English Coordinator, who kept the surveys in a secure location.
Once all teachers had finished administering the surveys and had
returned all materials, she contacted me to arrange a time to pick up the
completed surveys a n d unused materials.
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CHAPTER IV

ANALYSIS OF DATA

This study was designed to gather and to interpret data on the
attributions of ability and effort made by high school students in (1) the
context of general achievement, (2) the context of achievement in
English class, (3) achievement in the general context of reading, and (4)
achievement in the general context of writing, and to describe these
attributions in connection with academic achievement (as defined by
student high school English class placement). This data analysis will be
organized under the headings of (1) characteristics of the student
respondents, (2) data reduction and (3) general description of the data.

Characteristics of Student Respondents

As reported earlier, the response rate to this survey was excellent:
97.4% of those 10th grade students invited completed the survey and
assented for their data to be included in this study. The sample for this
study included 114 of approximately 498 students enrolled at in the 10th
grade Manchester Central High School during the 2007-2008 school year.
These respondents were in mainstream English classes ranging from Level
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1 (Fundamental) to Level 4 (Honors/Advanced Placement), as seen in
Table 4 in the previous chapter.
Although this is not a random sample of grade ten students in the
school, an examination of relevant statistics shows the sample population
to be similar to that of the Manchester school district and the Manchester
metropolitan area. The self-reported ethnic background of the sample
population was very similar to that of the Manchester School District as a.
whole. Of these 114 respondents, 71 respondents (62.3%) reported their
ethnicity as White Non-Hispanic, while 43 respondents (37.7%) reported
either another race or mixed race. This compares to the New Hampshire
Department of Educations statistics from 2007-2008 that report the districtwide population of White Non-Hispanic students as totaling 76.5%, and
other races or mixed races as totaling 23.5% of the school population.

•

There are no statistics available for Non-Native English speakers or
gender balance on a district-wide or school-wide basis. Based on figures
available from the 2000 US Census, it can be tentatively said that the
sample population is similar to the population of the area. Of the 144
students, 55 respondents (48.2%) listed their gender as female, 50
respondents (43.9%) listed their gender as male, and 9 respondents (7.9%)
did not provide a response. Within the city of Manchester, 51% of the
population is reported as female, and 49% as male. Within the sample
population, 89 respondents (78.1%) reported speaking only English at
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home, 14 respondents (12.3%) reported speaking English and an
additional language at home, and 11 respondents (9.6%) reported
speaking another language other than English at home. According to
census figures, 19.6% report speaking a language other than English at
home, while 81.4% report speaking only English.

Data Reduction

The survey data provided 36 variables. Table 5 shows all variables
that were c o d e d for each respondent. Variables 1-26 provided data on
the self-reporting of attributions made by individuals, variables 27-29
provided data about student perceptions of competence and
enjoyment in English class and in speaking English, and variables 30-36
were descriptive and consisted of self-reported information about
individuals, their backgrounds, and their home life.
An initial set of analyses was conducted to determine which
variables showed meaningful differences among the groups. Variables 126 consisted on the 26 statements that provided data on individuals'
attributions of ability and effort. The frequency of these survey statements
was calculated, as seen in Table 6.
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Table 5
Coded Variables for Each Respondent
*1 "Work/Poor Performance"
*2 "Hard Work/Success"
*3 "Try Hard/Can't Achieve"
4 "Work Hard/Like Teacher"
*5 "Being Smart"
*6 "Work Hard/Writing Projects"
*7 "Poor Test/Didn't Study"
*8 "Being Writer"
*9 "Ability/Success"
*10 "Try Harder/Do Better"
*11 "Self-discipline/Success"
12 "Not Studying/Bad Grades"
*13 "Better in English/Worked
Harder"
14 "Smart Kids/Try Hardest"
•15 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
*16 "Being Reader"
*17 "Successful Writer/Work Hard"
*18 "No Ability/Poor English Grade"

19 "Better PE/Work Harder"
*20 "No Ability/Work No Worth"
21 "Let People Down/No Work"
22 "Don't Understand/Work"
*23 "Poor School/No Ability"
24 "Better Math/Work Harder"
*25 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
*26 "Better Reader/Work Hard"
*27 Enjoy English
*28 Speak English
*29 Success in English
30 Reported Gender
31 Mother's Level of Education
32 Father's Level of Education
33 Reported Ethnicity
34 Years Living in the United States
35 Language Spoken at Home
36 Language Spoken Most at
Home

Note: Asterisks denote variables entered into the final factor analysis
Table 6
Frequency of Survey Statements
In Valid percentages, Number Missing in Percent, Number of Missing in Parentheses
1
2
3
4
5
Missing
51 When I did poorly in school, it's only
11.6% 17.9% 49.1% 19.3%
1.8%
1.8%
because I didn't work hard enough.
(13)
(20)
(55)
(22)
(2)
(2)
("Work/Poor Performance")
4.4% 19.5% 47.8% 26.5%
0.9%
52 You c a n be successful at anything if
1.8%
(54)
(22)
you work hard enough at it.
(30)
(2)
(5)
(1)
("Hard Work/Success")
10.7% 16.1% 31.2% 32.1% 9.8%
1.8%
53 There are some things you can't do
(12)
(18)
(35)
(36)
no matter how hard you try.
(2)
(ID
("Try Hard/Can't Achieve")
9.7%
0.9%
15.0% 23.9% 32.7% 18.6%
54 I work harder if I like the teacher.
(11)
(27)
(21)
(17)
("Work Hard/Like Teacher")
(37)
(1)
8.9% 50.9% 32.1% 5.4%
1.8%
55 Being smart is more important than
2.7%
(10)
(36)
(57)
working hard.
(2)
(3)
(6)
("Being Smart")
1.8%
0.9%
56 I could have done better on my
8.8% 23.9% 52.2% 13.3%
(27)
(59)
(15)
writing projects if I had worked harder.
(10)
(2)
(1)
("Work Hard/Writing Projects")
3.5%
12.4% 15.9% 53.1% 15.0%
0.9%
57 When I didn't do well on a test, it was
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because I didn't study hard enough.
("Poor Test/Didn't Study")
58 Just being a g o o d writer is more
important than working hard on writing.
("Being Writer")
59 In most things you need natural
ability to be successful.
("Ability/Success")
SI 0 I would have done better if I had
tried harder.
("Try Harder/Do Better")
SI 1 Self-discipline is the key to success in
school.
("Self-discipline/Success")
SI 2 The smart kids try the hardest.
("Smart Kids/Try Hardest")
SI 3 I would have done better in English
class if I had worked harder.
("Better in English/Worked Harder")
SI 4 Not studying well or knowing how to
study are the main reason you get bad
grades.
("Not Studying/Bad Grades")
SI 5 I had to work hard to get good
grades.
("Hard Work/Good Grades")
SI 6 Just being a g o o d reader is more
important than working hard on
reading.
("Being Reader")
SI 7 I could be a more successful writer if
I worked harder.
("Successful Writer/Work Hard")
SI 8 When I didn't do well in English
class, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
("No Ability/Poor English Grade")
SI 9 I could have done better in PE class
if I had worked harder.
("Better PE/Work Harder")
520 It's not worth working hard on
something if I don't have the natural
ability.
("No Ability/Work No Worth")
521 When I don't work hard enough, I
let people down.
("Let People Down/No Work")
522 When I don't understand
something, it meant I didn't work long
enough on it.
("Don't Understand/Work")
523 When I didn't do well in school, it

(4)

(14)

(18)

(60)

(17)

9.7%
(11)

46.9%
(53)

28.3%
(32)

15.0%
(17)

0.0%
(0)

0.9%
(1).

5.3%
(6)

31.0%
(35)

37.2%
(42)

23.9%
(27)

2.7%
(3)

0.9%
(1)

0.9%
(1)

7.1%
(8)

1 6.8% 60.2%
(19)
(68)

15.0%
(17)

0.9%
(1)

3.6%
(4)

8.0%
(9)

28.6%
(32)

46.4%
(52)

13.4%
(15)

1.8
(2)

16.2%
(18)
3.6%
(4)

32.4%
(36)
8.1%
(9)

26.1%
(29)
23.4%
(26)

16.2%
(18)
55.9%
(62)

9.0%
(10)
9.0%
(10)

2.6%
(3)
2.6%
(3)

8.0%
(9)

15.0%
(17)

28.3%
(32)

39.8%
(45)

8.8%
(10)

0.9%
(1)

1.8%
(2)

15.9%
(18)

9.7%
(11)

48.7%
(55)

23.9%
(27)

0.9%
(1)

5.4%
(6)

42.0%
(47)

34.8%
(39)

17.0%
(19)

0.9%
(1)

1.8
(2)

3.5%
(4)

7.1%
(8)

20.4%
(23)

62.8%
(71)

6.2%
(7)

0.9%
(1)

17.9%
(20)

44.6%
(50)

29.5%
(33)

7.1%
(8)

0.9%
(1)

1.8%
(2)

14.3%
(16)

18.8%
(21)

24.1%
(27)

33.0%
(37)

9.8%
(11)

1.8%
(2)

25.9%
(29)

47.3%
(53)

16.1%
(18)

8.9%
(10)

1.8%
(2)

1.8%
(2)

2.7%
(3)

13.4%
(15)

34.8%
(39)

41.1%
(46)

8.0%
(9)

1.8%
(2)

1 1.7% 36.0%
(40)
(13)

20.7%
(23)

27.9%
(31)

3.6%
(4)

2.7%
(3)

18.8%

23.2%

7.1%

3.6%

1.8%

47.3%
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was because I didn't have the natural
ability needed to succeed.
("Poor School/No Ability")
524 I could have done better in
mathematics class if I had worked
harder.
("Better Math/Work Harder")
525 Hard work is the key to getting good
grades.
("Hard Work/Good Grades")
526 I could be a more successful reader
if I worked harder.
("Better Reader/Work Hard")

(21)

(53)

(26)

(8)

(4)

8.9%
(10)

9.8%
(11)

16.1%
(18)

53.6%
(60)

1 1.6%
(13)

3.6%
(4)

5.4%
(6)

17.1%
(19)

41.4%
(46)

32.4%
(36)

2.7%
(3)

2.7%
(3)

12.6%
(14)

35.1%
(39)

40.5%
(45)

9.0%
(10)

2.7%
(3)

(2)

1.8%
(2)

An initial correlation matrix was conducted, as shown in Table 7.
Based on these analyses, it was indicated that certain statements did not
meaningfully correlate. Statement 19 ("Better PE/Work Harder") and
Statement 24 ("Better Math/Work Harder") were not about literacy or
school success in general and so were eventually excluded from the
subscales. Statements 4 ("Work Hard/Like Teacher"), 12 ("Smart Kids/Try
Hardest"), 14 ("Not Studying/Bad Grades"), 21 ("Let People Down/No
Work"), and 22 ("Don't Understand/Work") did not load strongly in the
initial Principal Components Analysis and so were also excluded.
The statements were divided into four subscales (see Table 8) based
on the division of factors used by Nokelainen et al. (2007): success due to
effort, failure due to lack of effort, success due to ability, and failure due
to lack of ability.
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Table 8
Initial Subscale Outline
Subscale
Title

Item numbers

SSI

Failure due to lack of etfort

1,6, 7, 13

SS2

Success due to effort

2, 10, 11, 15, 17,25,26

SS3

Failure due to lack of ability

3, 18, 20, 23

SS4

Success due to ability

5,8,9, 16

A confirmatory analysis was conducted using the principal factors
method of analysis with varimax rotation of the correlation matrices and
Kaiser normalization (see Table 9). This analysis showed four statements (3,
9, 10, and 17) to load more strongly for a different factor than was initially
assumed, based upon the division of factors used by Nokelainen et al.

Table 9
Principal Factors Analysis with Varimax Rotation with Kaiser Normalization, without
Excluded Items
Statements
51 "Work/Poor Performance"
52 "Hard Work/Success"
53 "Try Hard/Can't Achieve"
55 "Being Smart"
56 "Work Hard/Writing Projects"
57 "Poor Test/Didn't Study"
58 "Being Writer"
59 "Ability/Success"
510 "Try Harder/Do Better"
511 "Self-discipline/Success"
SI 3 "Better in English/Worked Harder"
SI 5 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
SI 6 "Being Reader"
SI 7 "Successful Writer/Work Hard"
SI 8 "No Ability/Poor English Grade"
S20 "No Ability/Work No Worth"
S23 "Poor School/No Ability"
525 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
526 "Better Reader/Work Hard"

1
742
253
163
027
814
764
059
330
727
364
589
060
.062
779
.159
.003
.224
261
406

2
.062
.505
-.122
-.054
.075
.121
-.333
-.193
.251
.021
.280
.790
.260
.193
.045
-.089
.170
.747
.697

Factors
3
-.109
-.040
.228
.074
.074
-.171
.195
.598
'.008
.105
.108
-.032
.231
-.052
.828
.677
.697
.007
.016

4
.015
-.258
.375
.696
-.062
-.026
.663
.113
.005
-.530
-.010
.028
.706
.008
-.052
.333
.240
-.113
.057
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This analysis confirmed that there are four factors that can be
meaningfully interpreted to describe four subscales (renamed for clarity)
which mirror those of Nokelainen et al. (2007): failure due to effort
("Insufficient Effort/Failure"), success due to effort ("Sufficient
Effort/Success"), failure due to lack of ability ("Insufficient Ability/Failure")
and success due to ability ("Sufficient Ability/Success"). These can be
seen below in Table 10.
Table 10
Four Factor Analysis with Varimax Rotation and Kaiser Normalization
with Results Grouped by Final Subscales
Subscale items
]
551 Failure due to Lack of Effort
("Insufficient Effort/Failure")
SI "Work/Poor Performance"
56 "Work Hard/Writing Projects"
57 "Poor Test/Didn't Study"
S10 "Try Harder/Do Better"
SI3 "Better in English/Worked
Harder"
51 7 "Successful Writer/Work Hard"
552 Success due to Effort
("Sufficient Effort/Success")
52 "Hard Work/Success"
SI 5 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
525 "Hard Work/Good Grades"
526 "Better Reader/Work Hard"
553 Failure due to Lack of Ability
("Insufficient Ability/Failure")
S9 "Ability/Success"
S18 "No Ability/Poor English
Grade"
S20 "No Ability/Work No Worth"
S23 "Poor School/No Ability"
554 Success due to Ability
("Sufficient Ability/Success")
53 "Try Hard/Can't Achieve"
S5 "Being Smart"
58 "Being Writer"
SI 1 "Self-discipline/Success"
SI 6 "Being Reader"

Factors
2
3

4_

.742
.814
.764
.727
.589
.779

.505
.790
.747
.697

.598
.828
.677
.697

.375
.696
.663
.503
.706
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The four subscales developed within the context of this study (as
seen in table 11) differ somewhat from the original four subscales in the
assignment of statements. As mentioned earlier, four statements loaded
more strongly on a different subscale than in the original assignment. Due
to these differences, it seemed prudent to see how these changes fit
within the conceptual frameworks of the original subscales. A reexamination indicates that the differences in assignment of statements
seem due to the manner in which students appear to have interpreted
the statements.
It is possible to speculate plausible reasons for the different
assignment of these four statements. Statements 10 ("Try Harder/Do
Better") and 17 ("Successful Writer/Work Hard") loaded more heavily for
the factor Insufficient Effort/Failure than Sufficient Effort/Success (.727 vs.
.251 and .779 vs. .193). The original assignment of these statements to
Sufficient Effort/Success may indicate an inherent assumption within the
survey that the respondent would take the perspective of an individual
who has experienced some success, and is being asked to consider how
to be more successful. The strong loading for Insufficient Effort/Failure may.
indicate that respondents took the perspective of an individual who has
not been successful. For example, the inclusion of Statement 17 ("I could
be a more a more successful writer if I worked harder") may indicate that
the students do not believe that they are at present successful writers,
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while the initial conceptual placement assumes a belief that have
experienced some success and asks about the causes for continued and
further success.
In addition, Statement 3 ("Try Hard/Can't Achieve") was moved
from Insufficient Ability/'Failure to Sufficient Ability/Success (.375 vs. .228).
In this case, this may indicate that respondents are focusing not on
hypothetical failures and their causes, but instead on those situations in
which they were successful, and are making judgments based on what
seems to have been the cause of it. Finally, Statement 9
("Ability/Success") was moved from Sufficient Ability/Success to
Insufficient Ability/Failure (.598 vs. .113). In this case, the. situation seems to
be the opposite of that described above. This reassignment may indicate
that in reading this statement students are focusing on the potential for or
existence of failure (as opposed to thinking of future successes).
In summary, the final subscales (as seen in Table 11) differ from the
original in the assignment of four of the statements but seem to still share
the same kinds of attributions as a theoretical framework (a lack of effort
or ability causing failure, while sufficient ability or effort causing success.)
While it can only supposed why these four statements load more strongly
for have different factors, this hypothesis is consistent with the theoretical
framework and is not contradicted by the data.
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Table 11
Comparison of Original and Final Subscale Outline
Original Subscale
New Subscale

Original Included Item numbers
Final Included Item Numbers

SSI

Failure due to lack of effort

1,6,7, 13

"Insufficient Effort/Failure"

1,6, 7, 10, 13, 17

Success due to effort

2, 10, 11, 15, 17,25,26

"Sufficient Effort/Success"

2, 15,25,26

Failure due to lack of ability

3,18,20,23

"Insufficient Ability/Failure"

9, 18,20,23

Success due to ability

5,8,9,16

"Sufficient Ability/Success"

3, 5, 8, 11, 16

SS2

SS3

SS4

General Description of Data

As mentioned above, a confirmatory analysis conducted using the
Principal Factors method of analysis with varimax rotation of the
correlation matrices and Kaiser normalization showed that the data fit a
four-factor solution. The four subscales described students' attributions of
success or failure in terms of amount of ability or effort, and were labeled
as: Insufficient Effort/Failure, Sufficient Effort/Success, Insufficient
Ability/Failure and Sufficient Ability/Success.

Reliability of the four

subscales was estimated using the "Scales" program of the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program as seen in Table 12.
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Table 12
Reliability Scales for Four Factors

Insutficient
Effort/Failure
Sufficient Effort/Success
Insufficient
Ability/Failure
Sufficient
Ability/Success

Cronbach's
Alpha

N of Items

.851

6

.740
.711

4
4

.580

5

All four factors were shown to have a high level of reliability (internal
consistency) when analysis was conducted (between r=.580 and r=851).
Further analysis was conducted to determine if any of these factors had
descriptive value for between-group differences (English class level).
Means and standard deviations for each factor can be seen in Table 13.

Table 13
Table of Means for Four Factors
Factor

M

SD

Insufficient Effort/Failure

22.00

4.11

Sufficient Effort /Success

15.03

2.92

Insufficient Ability /Failure

9.60

2.74

Sufficient

13.15

2.82

Ability/Success

A series of four analyses of variance (ANOVAs) comparing the four
groups on the four factors was conducted. Examination of univariate
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effects revealed significant differences between groups for the variable
Insufficient Ability/Failure: F (3,108) = 4.827, p < .003. In contrast, the
examination showed there were no effects by group for Insufficient
Effort/Failure: F (3,106)=.943, p < .423; Sufficient Effort/Success: F (3,107) =
1.789, p < .892; and Sufficient Ability/Success: F (3,105) = 1.372, p < .256.
Post-hoc contrasts (using Bonferroni procedures to control
experiment-wide error rate) revealed differences in attributions between
the four levels. The means and standard deviations for Insufficient
Ability/Failure are shown in Table 14 and the contrasts are in table 15.

Table 14
Means for Factor Insufficient Ability/Failure for Four Levels
Lowest Possible=4, Highest Possible=20
Level

Mean

Fundamental

10.73

Intermediate

10.22

Accelerated

8.75

Honors/AP

8.24

SD.

59

Table 15
Multiple Comparisons of Factor Insufficient Ability/Failure with Level using Bonferroni

1
(level)

J
(level)

Mean difference
(l-J)

Significance

Fundamental

Intermediate
Accelerated
Honors/AP

.5078
1.9773
2.4920

1.000
.043
.023

Intermediate

Fundamental
Accelerated
Honors/AP

-.5078
1.4695
1.9842

1.000
.112
.057

Accelerated

Fundamental
Intermediate
Honors/AP

-1.9773
-1.4695
.5147

.043
.112
1.000

Honors/AP

Fundamental
Intermediate
Accelerated

-2.4920
-1.9842
-.5147

.023
.057
1.000

An examination reveals that groups with greater difference in
achievement levels demonstrate significant difference in how attributions
were made. The Fundamental

1) group differed from the Accelerated

(3)

(p=.043) and also from the Honors/AF'(4) (p=.023) while the
Intermediate(2)

group differed only from the Honors/AP[4) (p=.057). In

contrast, groups with similar levels of achievement showed no significant
difference: Fundamental
(2)and Accelerated

1) and lntermediate(2J

(p=l .000) ; Intermediate

(3) (p=.112); and Accelerated

(3) and Honors/AP(4)

(p=1.000).
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As reported above, there were no statistically significant differences
among the four levels with regards to the other three variables. All groups
made similar attributions in the context of the causative effect of the level
of effort exerted on failure and success, and also in how they attributed
success to sufficient ability. The differences between the groups consisted
of how students how attributed ability as a cause for failure.
The variable Insufficient Ability/Failure consisted of 4 items scored on
a Likert Scale (1 =strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree). Students in
Fundamental

(M=10.73) and Intermediate

than students in Accelerated

(M=10.22) were more likely

(M=8.75) and Honors/AP (M=8.24) to

attribute failure to a lack of ability. Students in Accelerated

and

Honors/'AP in contrast placed less importance on a lack of ability as a
cause of failure. To review and provide context, the four statements
included in the variable Insufficient Ability /Failure (as seen in Table 16)
show failure as being described as caused primarily by a lack of ability.

Table 16
Statements Comprising the Variable Insufficient Ability /Failure
S9 In most things you need natural ability to be successful.
("Ability/Success")
SI 8 When I didn't do well in English class, it was because I didn't have the natural ability
needed to succeed.
("No Ability/Poor English Grade")
S20 It's not worth working hard on something if I don't have the natural ability.
("No Ability/Work No Worth")
S23 When I didn't do well in school, it was because I didn't have the natural ability
needed to succeed.
("Poor School/No Ability")
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Two additional secondary analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were
conducted between the four levels and the variable of Gender (variable
#30) and the variable of Student Affect (variables #27-29) concerning
self-reported enjoyment and competence. This was done to investigate
whether any of the between-level differences could be explained by
these variables (detailing either gender or student affect). Gender was
not found to have any significant effects: F (4, 100) = , 134, p < .969.
Student Affect was also not found to have any significant effects: F (3,106)
= 2.278, p < .084.

Summary

This chapter presented the results of the analysis of survey responses
from 114 10th grade students from Manchester Central High School in
Manchester, New Hampshire in June of 2008. An examination of relevant
statistics shows that the sample population is similar to the overall
populations of the Manchester School District and the city of Manchester.
Statistical analyses support the hypothesis that there are statistically
significant differences between academically high achieving and low
achieving students in terms of how they make attributions.
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A closer examination shows that students make similar attributions
regarding success and failure in terms of the level of effort exerted, and
how an appraisal of sufficient ability is used to explain success. The
differences emerge in how students use a lack of ability to explain failure.
Students in the Fundamental

and Intermediate

groups were more likely to

attribute a lack of ability as being a cause of failure, while students in
Accelerated

and Honors/'AP were less likely to agree that a lack of ability

was the cause of failure.
A further discussion of the limitations and implications of this
research follows in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER V.

DISCUSSION

As discussed in the previous chapter, there are similarities but also
statistically significant differences between how academically high and
low achieving students make attributions of failure and success due to
amount of ability and effort. The groups' responses are similar in that all
rate effort as having a causal role in academic achievement. All groups
make similar attributions of failure and success to the level of effort
expended (deemed to be either insufficient or sufficient), In addition, all
groups rated sufficient ability as a cause of success.
In the context of this specific attribution, the four different levels of
classes could each be assigned to one of two groups: Higher
Achieving (described here as College Preparatory and above) and Lower
Achieving (the other two mainstream classes) based on how they ascribe
the role of insufficient (or lack of) ability in causing failure. Higher
Achieving would include those in Accelerated

(M=8.75)

and Honors/'AP (M=8.24), who are less likely to agree with statements that
frame failure as being attributable to lack of ability. Lower Achieving
would include those students in Fundamental
Intermediate

(M=10.73) and

(M=10.22) who, in contrast, agree more often with
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statements that attribute tailure to lack of ability.
The results indicate that students in the Higher Achieving group are
more likely to devalue or undervalue the role of a lack of ability as
causing failure, while students in the Lower Achieving group place more
emphasis on it. The potential for identifying certain attributional styles as
being more common in groups who have attained certain levels of
academic achievement presents the possibility of intervention based on
the attribution styles present.
Of particular interest is the concept of attributional or cognitive
retraining.

Cognitive retraining aims to effect change in the attributional

style of a student by reducing attributions (such as to low ability) that are
stable and uncontrollable, and that are associated with the maladaptive
behaviors, such as low expectations for success and giving up easily,
regardless of actual ability. At the same time, these interventions seek to
increase the attributions (such as low effort, lack of information, and
incorrect strategies) that are under the students' control and are
associated with better outcomes, such as increased motivation and
academic achievement (see: Brophyl998, Coley & Hoffman 1990;
Struthers & Perry, 1996).
With an awareness of a higher occurrence of certain attributional
styles in specific populations (as well as their association with negative
behaviors and outcomes), teachers can monitor their interactions with
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students. The nature of the feedback given by teachers, and the manner
in which they praise students and identify causes of high achievement,
have been shown to influence how students make attributions (Graham
1984, Graham 1991). In particular, teacher feedback can influence how
students attribute failure and success in terms of ability and effort. By
monitoring feedback and structuring it accordingly, teachers can support
the development of styles that support learning and motivation while
actively discouraging attributional styles that undermine student resiliency
and achievement.

Limitations of the Study

Limitations of this study include the small sample size and a lack of
generalizability. While the sample population was representative of
mainstream English classes, it was not possible to collect data from
students in Limited English Proficiency (LEP) classes or students who
receive literacy instruction in a Special Education or other pull-out setting.
The collected data also represented only students in 10th grade, and only
four of the 20 teachers participated. While the sample was representative
for the area of Manchester, New Hampshire, it is also worth remembering
that this population is less diverse than many other areas of the United
States. Notwithstanding these limitations, these findings do raise interesting
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questions and indicate areas for further research.

Recommendations for Further Research

Further research should focus on confirming whether or not the
differences found in this study can be replicated with a larger and more
diverse sample. This sample should include different grade levels, as well
as students from all kinds of English classes (from all mainstream and pullout classes). In addition, it was not possible to address the issue of ELL and
immigrant status in relation to attributions because of small sample size.
Other areas of further research should address questions unresolved
because of the small sample size, as well as other areas of interest.
As mentioned previously, some research indicates that a student's
socio-economic status correlates with their level of academic
achievement. While this study sought to use self-reported data (highest
attained level of education level of the mother) as a proxy, there was no
significant correlation between achievement and SES status. It is unclear
i

whether this is due to the sample size or because in this case SES did not in
fact significantly correlate. Any attempt to replicate this kind of study
should also aim to either duplicate or discredit this finding.
Further areas of research is suggested by unexpected anecdotal
evidence found in the form of written comments in the statement section
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of the survey and in the "Parents' Education" section (all comments in
Appendix L). For example, one student clarified their answer to the
statement "When I don't work hard enough, I let people d o w n " by writing
in "myself".
Other written comments indicate not only that students took this
survey seriously, but also that some were very keen to impress upon the
researcher the level of education attained by their parents. Nine
respondents indicted their parents had begun but not finished a particular
level of education, and many of them wrote in clarifying comments. For
example, one student marked that her mother and father had finished
high school, and wrote in "My mom didn't finish college neither did my
d a d , but they both started." Another marked high school as the highest
level of education completed and wrote in "They took college courses
after high school."
Interestingly, these comments were found primarily on surveys in
which the individual reported a parent had begun, but not completed,
college or university. Further qualitative research in the form of interviews
could be used to investigate how students view the value associated with
education, and whether and how students might see judgments of value
made based on the level of education attained.
In addition, it would be of benefit to investigate student attitudes
about feelings of self-efficacy and control over their education and their
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educational experience. As mentioned earlier, students who make
attributions of low ability tend to have low resiliency and often assume
many attributes of the "Learned Helplessness" attributional styles. It would
be of great interest to see if these students actually perceive themselves
as helpless (and in what manner) or whether they only make attributions
common to that attributional style. While demanding in resources in time,
it would be interesting to look at the attitudes of students of all ages,
between their first year in school to college.

Concluding Remarks

Research.has shown that student performance can be influenced
by a myriad of external and internal factors. The kinds of attributions
students make about the causes of their failures and success have been
shown to influence student motivation, self-efficacy, and the level of
academic achievement attained. Within the constraints of this study, the
results indicates that while there are many similarities in other kinds of
attributions, students with higher observed academic achievement are
less likely to attribute failure to a lack of ability as much as students with
lower observed academic achievement. Further research should seek to
replicate and expand upon this.
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APPENDIX A: Survey Instrument

High School Attitudes Survey
Q u e s t i o n s 1-S
There are 26 sentences In this survey. Each sentence describes a different feeling or
attitude about success In school. You need to think about whether you agree or disagree
with the sentences, and how much you agree or disagree. You may only mark one answer
for each question.

When I did poorly in school, it's only because I didn't work hard enough.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't agree or
disagree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

You can be successful at anything if you work hard enough at it.
, J,
strongly disagree

o

J,
disagree

o

don,t

agree or

disagree

o

*

agree

strongly agree

o

o

There are some things you can't do no matter how hard you try.
, .,,
strongly disagree

o

J,
disagree

d 0 "' 1 disagree or
agree .

o

o

agree

,
strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

agree

strongly agree

I work harder if I like the teacher.
, J,
strongly disagree

o

.,,
disagree

don,t

o

disagree or

o

agree

o

o

Being smart is more important than working hard.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

o .

o

I could have done better on my writing projects if I had worked harder.
, .,,
strongly disagree

J,
disagree

o

o

don t

' disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

When I didn't do well on a test, it was because I didn't study hard
enough.

I...

strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

Just being a good writer is more important than working hard on writing.
strongly disagree
I...

o

disagree

• o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

High School Attitudes S u r v e y
Questions 9 - 1 7
I n most things you need natural ability to be successful.

I...

. ..,
strongly disagree

.,,
disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

agree

strongly agree

o

I would have done better if I had tried harder.

i...

. j,
strongly disagree

_.,
disagree

o

o

<*on't disagree or
agree

o

Self-discipline is the key to success in school.
, ..,
strongly disagree

o

,,
disagree

o

lis.
don't disagree
or
igr
agree

o

o

o

The smart kids try the hardest.
. J,
strongly disagree

o

J,
disagree

don ' disagree or

o

o

o

agree

o

I could have done better in English class if I had worked harder.

I...

, _,
strongly disagree

.,
disagree

o

o

don t disagree or
agree

'• agrts

o

strongly agres

o

o

Not studying well or not knowing how to study are the main reasons you
get bad grades.

I...

strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

agree

strongly agree

o

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

agree

strongly agree

o

o

X had to work hard to get good grades.

I...

strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

o

Just being a good reader is more important than working hard on
reading.

I...

strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

agree'

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

o

I could be a more successful writer if I worked harder.

I...

strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don t disagree or
agree

o

I could b« a mor« successful reader if I worked harder.
strongly disagree

o

disagree

o

don't disagree or
a g r „

o

aoret

o

. ,„,_.
strongly agree

o

High School Attitudes Survey
Questions 1 8 - 2 6
When I didn't do well in English class, it was because I didn t have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

I could have done better in PE class if I had worked harder.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

It's not worth working hard on something if I don't have the natural
ability.
strongly disagree •

o

disagree

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

O

When I don't work hard enough, I let people down;
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

When I didn't understand something, it meant I didn't work long enough
on it.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

When I didn't do well in school, it was because I didn't have the natural
ability needed to succeed.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

I could have done better in mathematics class if I had worked harder.
strongly disagree

disagree

o . o

don't disagree or
agree

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

O

Hard work is the key to getting good grades.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

o
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High School Attitudes Surveiy
Additional Biographical I n f o r m a t i o n
The next three s t a t e m e n t s describe a different feeling or a t t i t u d e about English class and academic success. You
need to t h i n k a b o u t w h e t h e r you agree or disagree w i t h t h e sentences, and how much you agree or disagree. You
may only m a r k one answer for each q u e s t i o n .

I think I am successful in my English class.
. .,
strongly disagree

.,
disagree

don't disagree or

o

o

o

agree

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

agree

strongly agree

o

o

I enjoy English class.
s t r o n g l y disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

O

I think I speak English very well.
strongly disagree

disagree

o

o

don't disagree or
agree

O

The following questions are about your background as an Individual.

My gender is:
I

1

I f you k n o w , the highest level of education completed by your:
Elementary School

Father
Mother

High School

Q

Q

o

O

College/University

o
o

My ethnic background is:
(Please check all which apply)
|

| White
African-American
Hawaiian o r Pacific Islander

|
I

I Asian
J Native American or Alaskan Native
Hispanic or Latino

Other (please specify)

1

Z\

How many years have you lived in the United States?

Post-graduate Studies

o
o

High S€h^)-:A^^'ti^:^M|1^y'
What language or languages do you speak at home?
(These are only a few, if you don't see a language, please w r i t e it in)
I Cantonese Chinese
[

| Persian

|

[ Arabic

|

| English

|

| Mandarin Chinese

|

[ Bosnli
nlan

•'

Laotian
Cambodian (Khmer)

• •French

.

Russian
Vietnamese

I

I Spanish

|

| Serbian

Other (please specify)

APPENDIX B: Introductory Letter to Students

High School Attitudes Survey
Introduction t o Survey
Thank you for your interest in this project.
The following survey is part of a research project at the University of
New Hampshire. Participation is voluntary. You may end the session at
any point.
I am interested in your school learning experiences. The questions ask
you to think about your schoolwork. The survey should take no more
than ten minutes.
Your name will not he linked to your responses, and I will report only the
results of groups. I f you have questions about this study, you may reach
me by email (EST7@unh.edu). I f you have questions about your rights in
a research project, you may contact Julie Simpson, Office of Sponsored
Research, UNH (Julie.simpson@unh.edu or 603.862.2003).
Elizabeth Meehan

I agree to take part in this study:

o
o

I Yes

No
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Appendix C: Debriefing Letter to Students

High School Attitudes Survey
Exit frorti Survey
Thank you for participating in this survey.
Students have different ideas about why they are successful in school. Some think they succeed
because they work hard. Others believe success comes to those with natural ability. I am interested
in how students' life experiences might influence their ideas about success.
Thank you for your help!
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Appendix D: Introductory Letter to Teachers

Dear Teachers,
My name is Elizabeth Meehan, and I am a graduate student in the
Masters of Education program at the University of New Hampshire. I am
currently working on my thesis, which centers around student motivation
and how this connects to academic achievement. I am' asking if you
would participate by assisting in administering a survey about student
motivation to your English classes.
Each survey consists of an introductory letter, questions about their
attitudes, questions about their background, and a debriefing letter in
which I explain a little bit about my project. This survey is anonymous, and
student names or identifying features will not be linked to responses. If you
have any questions about this study, you may contact me by email
(est7@unh.edu) or Julie Simpson, Office of Sponsored Research, UNH
(Julie.Simpson@unh.edu or 603.862.2003).

Thank you,

Elizabeth Meehan

90

APPENDIX E: Original List of Survey Questions

1. When I did poorly in school, it's only because I didn't work hard
enough.
2. You can be successful at anything if you work hard enough at it.
3. There are some things you can't do no matter how hard you try.
4. I work harder if I like the teacher.
5. Being smart is more important than working hard.
6. I could have done better on my writing projects if I had worked
harder.
7. When I didn't do well on a test, it was because I didn't study hard
enough.
8. Just being a g o o d writer is more important than working hard on
writing.
9. In most things you need natural ability to be successful.
10.1 would have done better if I had tried harder.
11 .Self-discipline is the key to success in school.
12.The smart kids try the hardest
13.1 would have done better in English class if I had worked harder.
14. Not studying well or knowing how to study are the main reason you
get b a d grades.
15.1 had to work hard to get good grades.
16. Just being a g o o d reader is more important than working hard on
reading.
17.1 could be a more successful writer if I worked harder.
18. When I didn't do well in English class, it was because I didn't have
the natural ability needed to succeed.
19.1 could have done better in PE class if I had worked harder.
20. It's not worth working hard on something if I don't have the natural
ability.
21 .When I don't work hard enough, I let people down.
22.When I don't understand something, it meant I didn't work long
enough on it.
23. When I didn't do well in school, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
24.1 could have done better in mathematics class if I had worked
harder.
25. Hard work is the key to getting good grades.
26.1 could be a more successful reader if I worked harder.
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APPENDIX F: Frequency Chart for all Survey Questions
Survey Questions, Frequency of
In Valid percentages, Number Missing in Percent
1
"2

3

4

5

Missing

Ql When I did poorly in school, it's
only because I didn't work hard
enough.

1.8%
(2)

11.6%
(13)

17.9%
(20)

49.1% 19.3%
(55)
(22)

1.8%
(2)

Q2 You c a n be successful at
anything if you work hard enough
at it.

1.8%
(2)

4.4%
(5)

19.5%
(22)

47.8%
(54)

26.5%
(30)

0.9%
(1)

Q3 There are some things you
can't do no matter how hard you
try.

10.7%
(12)

16.1% 31.2%
(18)
(35)

32.1%
(36)

9.8%
(11)'

1.8%
(2)

Q41 work harder if I like the
teacher.

9.7%
(11)

15.0%
(17)

23.9%
(27)

32.7%
(37)

18.6%
(21)

0.9%
(1)

Q5 Being smart is more important
than working hard.

8.9%
(10)

50.9%
(57)

32.1%
(36)

5.4%
(6)

2.7%
(3)

1.8%
(2)

Q61 could have done better on
my writing projects if I had worked
harder.

1.8%
(2)

8.8%
(10)

23.9%
(27)

52.2%
(59)

13.3%
(15)

0.9%
(1)

Q7 When I didn't do well on a test,
it was because I didn't study hard
enough.

3.5%
(4)

12.4%
(14)

15.9%
(18)

53.1% 15.0%
(60)
(17)

0.9%
(1)

Q8 Just being a g o o d writer is
more important than working hard
on writing.

9.7%
(11)

46.9%
(53)

28.3%
(32)

15.0%
(17)

0.0%
(0)

0.9%
(1)

Q9 In most things you need
natural ability to be successful.

5.3%
(6)

31.0%
(35)

37.2%
(42)

23.9%
(27)

2.7%
(3)

0.9%
(1)

Q10 I would have done better if I
had tried harder.

0.9%
(1)

7.1%
(8)

16.8%
(19)

60.2%
(68)

15.0%
(17)

0.9%
(1)

Q l l Self-discipline is the key to
success in school.

3.6%
(4)

8.0%
(9)

28.6%
(32)

46.4%
(52)

13.4%
(15)

1.8
(2)

Ql 2 The smart kids try the hardest.

16.2%
(18)

32.4%
(36)

26.1% 16.2%
(29)
(18)

9.0%
(10)

2.6%
(3)
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Q13 I would have done better in
English class if I had worked
harder.

3.6%
(4)

8.1%
(9)

23.4%
(26)

55.9%
(62)

9.0%
(10)

2.6%
(3)

Q14 Not studying well or knowing
how to study are the main reason
you get b a d grades.

8.0%
(9)

15.0%
(17)

28.3%
(32)

39.8%
(45)

8.8%
(10)

0.9%
(1)

Ql 5 I had to work hard to get
good grades.

1.8%
(2)

15.9%
(18)

9.7%

(ID

48.7%
(55)

23.9%
(27)

0.9%
(1)

Ql 6 Just being a g o o d reader is
more important than working hard
on reading.
Ql 7 I could be a more successful
writer if I worked harder.

5.4%
(6)

42.0%
(47)

34.8%
(39)

17.0%
(1.9)

0.9%
(1)

1.8
(2).

3.5%
(4)

7.1%
(8)

20.4%
(23)

62.8%
(71)

6.2%
(7)

0.9%
(1)

Q18 When I didn't do well in
English class, it was because I
didn't have the natural ability
needed to succeed.

17.9%
(20)

44.6%
(50)

29.5%
•(33)

7.1%
(8)

0.9%
(1)

1.8%
(2)

Q19 I could have done better in
PE class if I had worked harder.

14.3%
(16)

18.8%
(21)

24.1% 33.0%
(27)
(37)

9.8%
(11)

1.8%
(2)

Q20 It's not worth working hard on
something if I don't have the
natural ability.

25.9%
(29)

47.3%
(53)

16.1%
(18)

8.9%
(10)

1.8%
(2)

1.8%
(2)

Q21 When I don't work hard
enough, I let people down.

2.7%
(3)

13.4%
(15)

34.8%
(39)

41.1%
(46)

8.0%
(9)

1.8%
(2)

Q22 When I don't understand
something, it meant I didn't work
long enough on it.

11.7%
(13)

36.0%
(40)

20.7%
(23)

27.9%
(31)

3.6%
(4)

2.7%
(3)

Q23 When I didn't do well inschool, it was because I didn't
have the natural ability needed to
succeed.

18.8%
(21)

47.3%
(53)

23.2%
(26)

7.1%
(8)

3.6%
(4)

1.8%
(2)

Q24 1 could have done better in
mathematics class if 1 had worked
harder.

8.9%
(10)

9.8%
(11)

16.1%
(18)

53.6%
(60)

11.6%
(13)

1.8%
(2)

Q25 Hard work is the key to
getting g o o d grades.

3.6%
(4)

5.4%
(6)

17.1%
(19)

41.4%
(46)

32.4%
(36)

2.7%
(3)

Q26 1 could be a more successful
reader if 1 worked harder.

2.7%
(3)

12.6%
(14)

35.1%
(39)

40.5%
(45)

9.0%
(10)

2.7%
(3)
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APPENDIX G Included and Excluded Survey Questions

Survey Questions Included in the Analysis
1. When I did poorly in school, it's only because I didn't work hard enough.
2. You can be successful at anything if you work hard enough at it.
3. There are some things you can't do no matter how hard you try.
5. Being smart is more important than working hard.
6.1 could have done better on my writing projects if I had worked harder,
7. When I didn't do well on a test, it was because I didn't study hard
enough.
8. Just being a g o o d writer is more important than working hard on writing.
9. In most things you need natural ability to be successful.
10. I would have done better if I had tried harder.
11. Self-discipline is the key to success in school.
1 3. I would have done better in English class if I had worked harder.
15. I had to work hard to get good grades.
1 6. Just being a g o o d reader is more important than working hard on
reading.
17. I could be a more successful writer if I worked harder.
18. When I didn't do well in English class, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
20. It's not worth working hard on something if I don't have the natural
ability.
23. When I didn't do well in school, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
25. Hard work is the key to getting good grades.
26. I could be a more successful reader if I worked harder.
Survey Questions Omitted from the Analysis
4.1 work harder if I like the teacher
12. The smart kids try the hardest
14. Not studying well or knowing how to study are the main reason you
get b a d grades.
19. I could have done better in PE class if I had worked harder.
21. When I don't work hard enough, I let people down.
22. When I didn't understand something, it meant I didn't work long
enough on it.
24. I could have done better in mathematics class if I had worked harder.
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APPENDIX H: Included Questions by Factor
Factor 1
1. When I did poorly in school, it's only because I didn't work hard enough.
6.1 could have done better on my writing projects it I had worked harder.
7. When I didn't do well on a test, it was because I didn't study hard
enough.
10. I would have done better if I had tried harder.
13. I would have done better in English class if I had worked harder.
17. I could be a more successful writer if I worked harder.
Factor 2
2. You can be successful at anything if you work hard enough at it.
15. I had to work hard to get good grades.
25. Hard work is the key to getting good grades.
26.1 could be a more successful reader if I worked harder.
Factor 3"

9. In most things you need natural ability to be successful..
18. When I didn't do well in English class, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
20. It's not worth working hard on something if I don't have the natural
ability.
23. When I didn't do well in school, it was because I didn't have the
natural ability needed to succeed.
Factor 4
3. There are some things you can't do no matter how hard you try.
5. Being smart is more important than working hard.
8. Just being a g o o d writer is more important than working hard on writing.
11. Self-discipline is the key to success in school.
16. Just being g o o d reader is more important than working hard on
reading.
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APPENDIX I Email to Principal

Dear
My name is Elizabeth Meehan, and I am a graduate student in the
Masters of Education program at the University of New Hampshire. I am
currently working on my thesis, which centers around student motivation
and how this connects to academic achievement, in particular for ELL
students. I am contacting you about the possibility of collecting
information about student attitudes from the 10th graders at l l l l l i l § 8 B M |
9 9 S v i Q a short anonymous survey.
I would be more than happy to meet with you or have a phone
conversation regarding the specifics. Thank you very much for your help.
Sincerely,
Elizabeth Meehan
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APPENDIX J Institutional Review Board Approval

University of New Hampshire
Research Conduct and Compliance Services, Office of Sponsored Research
Service Building, 51 College Road, Durham, NH 03824-3585
Fax: 603-862-3564 •

20-May-2008
Meehan, Elizabeth
Education, Morrill Hall
61 Main Street
Chichester, NH 032S8
IRB # : 4296
Study: Investigating Attributions of Academic Success in Adolescents
Approval Date: 19-May-2008
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research (IRB) has
reviewed and approved the protocol for your study as Expedited as described in Title 45,
Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), Part 46, Subsection 110.
Approval is granted to conduct your study as described in your protocol for one
year from the approval date above. At the end of the approval period, you will be
asked to submit a report with regard to the involvement of human subjects in this study. If
your study is still active, you may request an extension of IRB approval.
Researchers who conduct studies involving, human subjects have responsibilities as outlined
in the attached document, Responsibilities of Directors of Research Studies Involving
Human
Subjects.
(This
document
is
also
available
at
http://www.unh.edu/osr/compliance/irb.html.) Please read this document carefully before
commencing your work involving human subjects.
If you have questions or concerns about your study or this approval, please feel free to
contact me at 603-862-2003 or Julie.simpson(5)unh.edu. Please refer to the IRB # above in
all correspondence related to this study. The IRB wishes you success with your research.

For the IRB,

Julie FrSimpson
Manager
cc: File
Cioffi, Grant
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APPENDIX K Institutional Review Board Extension

University of New Hampshire
Research Integrity Services, Office of Sponsored Research
Service Building, 51 College Road, Durham, NH 03824-3585
Fax: 603-862-3564
21-May-2009
Meehan, Elizabeth
Education, Morrill Hall
61 Main Street
Chichester, NH 03258
IRB # : 4296
Study: Investigating Attributions of Academic Success in Adolescents
Review Level: Expedited
Approval Expiration Date: 19-May-2010
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research (IRB) has
reviewed and approved your request for time extension for this study. Approval for this study
expires on the date indicated above. At the end of the approval period you will be asked to
submit a report with regard to the involvement of human subjects. If your study is still active,
you may apply for extension of IRB approval through this office.
Researchers who conduct studies involving human subjects have responsibilities as outlined in
the document, Responsibilities of Directors of Research Studies Involving Human Subjects. This
document is available at http://www.unh.edu/osr/compliance/irb.html or from me.
If you have questions or concerns about your study or this approval, please feel free to contact
me at 603-862-2003 or Julie.simpson(5)unh.edu, Please refer to the IRB # above in all
correspondence related to this study. The IRB wishes you success with your research.
For the IRB,

r

June F. Sirnr£sein
^Manager
cc: File
Cioffi, Grant
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APPENDIX L Anecdotal Evidence from Surveys
Handwritten Comments or Other Alteration of the Survey
Student Comments in Quotations Marks
Known Highest Level of Education Achieved by Parents
Gender
Male

Father's Education
High School

Female

Handwritten: "N/A
(High School 1 think)"

Female

High School
"My mom didn't finish
college neither did my
dad, but they both
started."
High School
"They took college
courses after high
school."

Unmarked

High School
Bubble half colored
Unmarked

High School
Bubble half colored

Female

Female
Male

Mother's Education
Under College: "Part"
Bubble halt colored
"College some"

High School

High School
Bubble colored in
"9 th Grade"
High School

Male

College
"1 year"

Male

Post Graduate School
College colored in then
erased

College

High School

Elementary School crossed out,
High School filled in

Female

Survey Question: When I don't work hard enough, I let people down.
Respondent wrote in "myself" next to question
Survey Question: There are some things you can't do no matter how hard
you try.
Respondent wrote in "Like fly?" next to question

APPENDIX M Closing

Pooch Cafe for February 27, 2009
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